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      Prologue: The Old Guy Dies


      Our story begins with Swords & Sorceries VII. An online VRRPG.


      Boasting a fully immersive VR world, it had been popular since the groundbreaking DreamTech game console first launched.


      The game was the seventh entry in its series, and it had a dedicated fan base that was continuing to grow. Its hook was that it could synchronize with a player’s synapses via special equipment, stimulating their five senses in real life as they played. Since this offered a far more realistic experience than games on competing consoles, more and more people were drawn into the game and its world.


      Sure, the equipment you needed was fairly expensive. But there was no end to the line of players looking for thrills in a realistic setting—and its vast world, promising all sorts of grand adventures, pulled them in.


      Satoshi Osako was part of the game’s dedicated fan base. Today, like any other day, he was out in that digital world as his character, Zelos Merlin, enjoying adventures alongside his party.


      Zelos’s eyes were hidden behind the bangs of his long, unkempt hair, and his face was covered in stubble. He was, in other words, the textbook definition of an average-looking middle-aged man. He was clad in top-rank gear, but it was all tied together with a plain design so as not to stand out.


      What was more, he was a mage of medium build, wearing the sort of dirty gray robe you’d associate with shady types. Nobody would expect him to be one of the game’s top five players.


      Yet despite it all, he was one of the “Destroyers”—the best players in the world.


      * * *


      At its core, combat damage in Swords & Sorceries was determined by an individual’s skills and level. But one of the game’s flagship features was that players could make not only their own equipment and items but also custom spells. Essentially, players could create these spells by putting together symbols that represented fifty-six letters and ten numerals, allowing them to conjure up all sorts of magical effects.


      Known as a Spell Circuit, this technique let players etch sigils into their subconscious to modify their starter magic, changing its power and effects. But it had an unusual quirk: the more delicate and complex the spell became, the less its power increased, and the less mana it would consume.


      On rare occasions, however, even an attack that should have zero attack power however you looked at it would come out unusually powerful. And so the players, of course, decided to come together for some research.


      This phenomenon caused an uproar right around the game’s launch, giving it a reputation as a crappy game for a period of time.


      But before long, the players’ desperate search for an answer revealed a hidden mechanic of sorts. They found that by using the character’s own mana as a catalyst, it was possible to tap into the mana of the world itself and increase the ability’s power.


      What’s more, it appeared that one could cast a spell in this manner using any magical formula, however clumsy or crude, so long as it met the requirements and could be used efficiently.


      The problem was that things like the open world’s mana weren’t displayed as numbers. This left players scrambling to try and find just how much mana they needed to consume as a catalyst.


      The uproar that had occurred at the game’s launch had stemmed from players modifying their abilities at random without any hints. In other words, it was a matter of mere coincidence.


      Ultimately, it was left up to the players to discover hints about this hidden mechanic out in the open world or in dungeons, and each player was free to choose whether they wanted to take that on as a challenge or simply ignore it.


      As a game, Swords & Sorceries offered a tremendous amount of freedom. But the players who really got hooked on it were those who had a considerable degree of real-world knowledge; most of the player base was content to simply use the existing spells as is. Creating spells took quite a long time, and many felt that just going out and exploring the world was a more enjoyable use of their time.


      Still, improved spells could potentially have their cooldown and cast time reduced to zero—an advantage that left other players increasingly unhappy about the gap in power.


      But Satoshi had gotten hooked, hard. Whatever those other players thought meant nothing to him.


      Satoshi’s party let each of its members enjoy the game however they pleased, and they weren’t the type to turn their custom spells into “spell scrolls” to sell to other players. This had gotten them flamed online, met with crowds of players who were angry at them for not making their powerful spells public. But Satoshi and the others paid no heed to the abuse; if anything, they were thrilled to blow off the expectations of others. They simply went about their own way, developing all sorts of spells as they wished without caring about the eyes of others.


      The game had been out for some seven years by now, but the top player rankings were invariably dominated by Satoshi and his party. You could say they were addicted.


      Their magic had become abnormally complex, and the inscrutable system that made it all possible continued to be met with disapproval from those who were playing to beat the game. But at its core, the system was set up so that tips about spell creation could be found easily enough by searching the open world or the cities that served as bases.


      As Satoshi and his party were fond of saying: “Don’t expect someone else to do the hard work for you!”


      Satoshi had once made quite the name for himself as a programmer at a top-tier company. But for whatever reason, he had been laid off from his job, and he now lived a solitary life out in the countryside.


      Each day he’d take care of the fields, then game obsessively. He was, to put it bluntly, not far off being a shut-in.


      In his fictional world, he was a “Great Sage,” wielding power vast enough to make anyone envious. And the allure of this only made Satoshi more and more obsessed with the game. He was still a bachelor at the age of forty, and his only real family to speak of was an older sister. For him, this virtual world was a place to be at ease—one where he could simply be himself.


      He probably would have been popular once, if only he had put some effort into his looks. But his laid-back approach to life had seen him slip past the prime age for marriage.


      Satoshi—armed as he was with knowledge from his old career—played an important role in his party’s creation of powerful spells, but the other members were no slouches. They each boasted skills of their own that would inevitably bring about even more fiendish spells. The whole party was made up of single-minded research fanatics, and they took great pride in their skills.


      Just for fun, they had kept up their efforts to make even higher-power, more mana-efficient spells, and cleared all sorts of difficult quests. And now, Satoshi was standing alongside his companions in the game’s story mode, fighting what was thought to be the game’s final boss—the Dark God.


      * * *


      Nobody knew how long the fight had been going on, but one thing was clear: the party seemed to be on the verge of defeating the Dark God for good.


      Upon reaching its third phase, the Dark God had cast an imposing figure. But now, the efforts of the five-man party had reduced it to a pitiful state.


      While all five were mages, they were equipped with a treasure trove of weapons they had made themselves. They had been using them to bring forth tremendous waves of brutal firepower and mayhem, overwhelming the Dark God from start to finish.


      “Damn, you’re a stubborn one. Can you just hurry up and die already?!”
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      “It’s the last boss! Of course it’s going to be tough!”


      “Ooh, winding up for an attack, are you? Guess I’ll put up my magic defense!”


      The Dark God’s powerful magic attack came surging toward Satoshi and his party, looking as if it were tearing up the world itself.


      But despite its force, they’d blocked the attack with a network of magical barriers. That created an opening—an opening that the party could use. Brandishing their weapons, they rushed in for a joint assault.


      The god’s arm was sliced right off, and fell to the floor to the sound of almighty roar.


      That the party had managed to pull off this sort of feat despite all being mages was thanks to the spells and equipment they had made together. In freely devoting themselves to whatever sort of ultimate gear, magic, and items took their fancy, the party members had casually tested all sorts of things against enemy monsters.


      This was not the first time the party had tried to bring down the Dark God. But their many previous attempts had ended in utter defeat—and now, they were out for revenge.


      “All righty! Should we go in for the finish? I’ve gotta get to my part-time job soon.”


      “Yeah! Go murder that bastard!”


      “I’ll back you up. You’d better appreciate it, okay?”


      “I wonder what kind of rare drops we’ll get? I can’t wait to see!”


      “Okay, then—how about we make some sort of cool pose together? It’s the last boss, after all. What kind of top players would we be if we didn’t show off here?”


      The players all had bold grins plastered across their faces. And all at once, they sent out magical attacks of immense power that cascaded over the Dark God, forcing its health to plummet toward zero.


      The magic from the oddball band of mischief-makers—ridiculously excessive, terribly overpowered magic—hurtled ruthlessly toward the Dark God. It was almost enough to make you feel bad for the poor thing.


      Bathed in countless explosions, the Dark God was in its pitiful final moments, slinking down from the sky to the ground in defeat.


      “Well, that’s the end of that. Just what you’d expect from the last boss fight...that was tough!”


      “So, what now? I’ll have to pass on any celebrations, though. I’m just about to fall asleep...”


      “Yeah, I’ve got work now, so it’s a no from me too. I’ll be logging off in just a sec.”


      “Same here. Sorry, guys. I’ll make up for it next time, though.”


      “All right, I guess we’re calling it for today, then. I’m off to work. Niiiight~!”


      A chorus of “Niiiight~!” echoed back from the rest of the party.


      With his party members teleporting out and logging off one after another, Satoshi was left alone in the Dark God’s castle, having decided to stay and look through the loot he’d received.


      And it was this decision that set everything in motion.


      Oblivious to the slight twitch in the Dark God’s body in front of him, Satoshi continued to scan through his status screen, looking over his level-ups and the points he’d earned as he thought about what skill to acquire next. Then all of a sudden, the corpse of the Dark God began to move before his eyes.


      Cloaked in an ominous haze, the god gazed straight at the foe in front of it, eyes burning with hatred.


      “You cretins dare to overthrow me? Unacceptable!”


      “Wh—?! No way! I’m sure I saw that health bar hit zero...!”


      “A curse upon the meddling goddesses who sealed me! A curse upon the ignorant cretins who opposed me! You will all fall together!”


      “You’re kidding... The event’s not over yet?! I swear it was—”


      The Dark God let loose a wave of cursed energy, striking with the full force of its fury.


      * * *


      That day, the entirety of Japan experienced a power outage.


      In the midst of the chaos, dozens throughout the country were found dead of unknown causes.


      Nevertheless, with all efforts going toward restoring the nation’s power grid, those that died were almost completely forgotten about in the frenzy. They were relegated to merely a short article in the corner of a newspaper page, and that was it—lost to the waves of time.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: The Old Guy Reincarnates in Another World


      Satoshi awoke in a lush green forest.


      He took a look around him, trying to figure out how he’d ended up here. Yet he still didn’t see the slightest of clues.


      Confused, he continued to scan his surroundings. But wherever he looked, it was trees, trees, trees—and some of them were like none he’d ever seen before.


      “I swear I was just gaming in my room. What’s this place meant to be?”


      Craw! Craaaaw!


      A bird flew through the sky above, its feathers colored in psychedelic hues. Satoshi was speechless. He was getting more and more confused; this clearly wasn’t any kind of animal from Earth.


      In fact, it was beginning to seem quite likely that Satoshi was no longer on Earth. But all he could tell was that he’d suddenly found himself in a dense jungle, and that there were two moons floating in the sky above. You couldn’t’ve blamed him for being at a loss for words.


      “At the very least, this can’t be Japan. What the hell is going on here? There are all these weird plants around—I mean, I’ve never even seen pictures of anything like them...”


      Not far ahead, Satoshi could see a plant that looked like a cross between a rafflesia and a pitcher plant. It had caught some kind of wolflike creature using something that resembled ivy, and it was drawing the poor creature closer and closer to the middle of a gigantic flower. Then came a crunch—the sound of bones being shattered—as the creature was devoured.


      If nothing else, Satoshi thought, Earth didn’t have any plants as dangerous as that. Let alone carnivorous plants that stood more than two meters tall. And he could barely believe his eyes as he looked closer: fangs protruded from the middle of the flower, gnashing down on the prey as it squirmed about in its grisly death throes.


      It was then that Satoshi was distracted by an unusual sensation on his hips. He looked down as quickly as he could to check—and came to a realization. In truth, it had already been dawning on him, bit by bit; it was just that his sense of reason had refused to listen. But now, seeing those, he could only fall silent once again.


      Hung from Satoshi’s hips were two weapons. Both were rather plain, lacking in decoration; they were clearly meant for combat. The kicker, however, was that they appeared identical to the weapons that he had become so familiar with in Swords & Sorceries. His two trusty swords.


      Both were rapiers, or shortswords, and each was light enough to be held in a single hand. Their sharp blades had been forged by Satoshi himself; he had been a prolific crafter in-game. What was more, both blades incorporated an ample amount of rare materials, making each a powerful weapon hanging from his waist.


      Even before he’d seen these weapons, Satoshi had noticed that the area around him looked like something from the world of Swords & Sorceries. His meager common sense, however, had refused to accept it.


      It was all too absurd. And yet, as he continued to examine himself, he noticed a dirty gray robe—again, the very same one that his character had been wearing. As much as he tried to deny it, the reality of his situation was flaunting itself before his very eyes.


      Of course, while Satoshi’s outfit looked like nothing more than a dirty gray robe, it was actually a piece of gear that offered excellent defense, having been made using materials dropped by a behemoth—a type of raid monster in the game. He was also clad in leather armor, and that, too, had been made from behemoth loot.


      “Hah. Ha ha ha... There’s no way. This is crazy. Have I really been transported into the world of a game? What is this, the setup to some cliché light novel?”


      All Satoshi could do was laugh. However much he tried to deny it, he could already see what had happened.


      And yet, what little sense of reason he had was trying desperately to say otherwise. Part of him still longed to believe it was all just a dream, an apparition.


      “‘Open status screen.’ Heh, just kidding...”


      The words came out without much thought, Satoshi wishing for it to all be some kind of joke. But his wish went unheard—and a status screen popped up before his eyes, looking just like the one he had seen so many times in-game. He just about fainted from the shock.


      “No way. This...” He trailed off for a moment, lost for words. “This is a joke, right? I can’t believe it. Someone’s gotta be pranking me, or—no. No, you wouldn’t be able to make something this big for a prank, would you? Seriously, what’s even happening to me right now?!”


      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *


      Zelos Merlin (Level 1,879)


      HP: 87,594,503 / 87,594,503


      MP: 17,932,458 / 17,932,458


      Job: Great Sage




      Job skills:


      Divine Mage (Max), Divine Alchemist (Max), Divine Blacksmith (Max), Divine Apothecary (Max), Divine Magicrafter (Max), Divine Swordsman (Max), Divine Spearman (Max), Divine Brawler (Max), Divine Hunter (Max), Divine Assassin (Max), Cooking (85 / 100), Agriculture (56 / 100), Dairy Farming (24 / 100)




      Personal skills:


      All-Status Resistance (Max), All-Element Aptitude (Max), Elemental Resistance (Max), Physical Enhancement (Max), Enhanced Defense (Max), Enhanced Magic (Max), Mana Control (Max), Pinnacle of Magic (Max), Ultimate Martial Arts (Max), Expert Crafting (Max), Appraisal (Max), Clairvoyance (Max), True Sight (Max), Night Vision (Max), Covert Action (Max), Scouting (Max), Vigilance (Max), Find Minerals (Max), Find Plants (Max), Detect Presence (Max), Hide Presence (Max), Detect Mana (Max), Creation Aid (Max), Dismantling Aid (Max), Modification Aid (Max), Automatic Translation (Max), Automatic Deciphering (Max), Automatic Note-Taking (Max), Monster Encyclopedia (Max), Material Encyclopedia (Max), Limit Breaker (Max), Criticality Breaker (Max), Zenith Breaker (Max)




      Individual skills: 


      Merlin’s Grimoire (Max), Item Recipes (Max), Hyperspace Storage (Max)


      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *


      “I mean, this is...” Satoshi paused for a moment to collect his thoughts. “This is way beyond what a human should be able to do, right? Everything here is crazy. Wouldn’t this make me some kind of superhuman? Jeez...”


      They clearly weren’t the kind of abilities a human should have.


      Satoshi didn’t know what was considered normal in this world. But even then, he was confident that this was about as far from normal as you could possibly get.


      These were his abilities from the game, after all. And his character had been unparalleled, inventing spells on par with those of the Dark God.


      Satoshi continued to fiddle with his status screen, staring with a face that looked like a ghost’s.


      “Huh. What’s this? A message? Hmm. The sender is— Wait, ‘unknown’? I don’t like the sounds of that.”


      Red text flashed in the command menu under the status screen, telling Satoshi he had a new message. Finger trembling, he reached out to open it.


      “Okay, let’s see. Hang on—a goddess?!”


      Satoshi stared in disbelief at the message’s subject line: Cute goddess here to tell you what’s going on ♡


      Even just the start of the message gave him a bad premonition. That heart symbol did a spectacular job of destroying any credibility the sender could’ve had, and Satoshi immediately had his doubts, wondering whether he’d gotten caught up in some sort of further trouble.


      Still, with no real clues about what had happened to him, Satoshi had to read the message, whether he wanted to or not. He reluctantly reached out and tapped the “Open” command.


      Hey there~♪ Nice to meet you! I’m Flaress. I’m, like, a goddess. Bow down before me! Heed my call! Hehe. ♡


      Satoshi had only just started reading, and already he felt a wave of exhaustion and regret sweep over him.


      “I should probably just delete this, right? This seems so fishy I’d be able to smell it from a mile away. Whatever they’re up to, I don’t want anything to do with it...”


      He got the feeling that whatever was going on, it’d be a bit of a pain in the ass. No, scratch that—a big pain in the ass.


      Not to mention that this goddess’s grating energy was making things a lot worse for a man whose mind was already a mess. Frankly, it was the last thing he wanted right now.


      I don’t have much time, so lemme get to the point. Okay, so 2,487 years ago, we teamed up with the heroes to seal away the Dark God, right? And you know what’s funny? We ended up sealing it inside a game in your world!


      I mean, we sacrificed a whole bunch of stuff to seal it away in this world at first, but then it seemed like it was about to revive, so we had to lock it back up somewhere else, right? Anyways, it turned into a whole big thing! People even ended up calling it the “Dark God War” and stuff, ah ha ha! ♡


      Satoshi’s hunch had been right; this message really was a waste of time. He had his opinions about it all, but decided to bottle them up for now and keep reading.


      Now, I know what you’re probably thinking. I bet you’re mad about us using your world as some sort of dump for our own trash, right? And, I mean, I get you. I do. But it’s about the best we could do, you know? Plus, like, here’s the thing. We thought, Hey, if we put it inside a game, then even you guys would be able to beat it, yeah? And then—you did! Thanks! That thing was a real pain in the butt, you know? Hard to believe something so ugly used to be a goddess!


      Satoshi was stunned. “That thing was a goddess too? It just looked like some disgusting lump of guts. Are you serious?”


      He remembered it as a bewildering cryptid of sorts, a mess that seemed like it had been made by melting together the grossest parts of other creatures. It looked as if innards had been squashed together into a huge mass and then made a hundred times more repulsive. An unidentifiable, nigh indescribable entity.


      Even as he thought back on it now, the only word that seemed apt was “disgusting.” He found it impossible to believe that it had ever been any kind of goddess.


      Really, though... There’s no way I could’ve expected it to drag you all in and self-destruct, right? I’ll be honest, that totes scared me! 


      Soooo, well, we figured, let’s take the dozens of people it killed and bring them back to life in this world. “We” being me and the three other goddesses, by the way! ☆ (Yay!) And, like, we even based it all on your data from the game! ♡


      “Hang on, do those ‘dozens of people’ include me? You’re saying I was killed?! And—” Satoshi fell silent for a moment. “Just how many victims were there? This sounds terrible...”


      All those people had been completely contaminated by the equivalent of industrial waste. Killed by it.


      You beat the Dark God for us, so as a special gift, okay, we’ve let you reincarnate with all the stuff you had in the game! ♡ The game you were playing is pretty similar to this world, so it looks like it went pretty easily, hey? Well, you’re probably unbeatable, so you can go do whatever you want now! Good job, us! Not that we’re the ones who actually did the reincarnation, mind you...


      Satoshi was furious. “I want to pulverize her. Not only did she make people playing a game clean up her industrial waste, she doesn’t seem sorry about it in the slightest! This asshole. I want to beat her up and watch her cry...”


      His feelings were understandable. He’d just been sitting there having fun in a game, only to have his entire life ripped away because of some goddess’s arbitrary plans.


      All the people who had been sacrificed must have had their own dreams. Plans. Futures. Lives. Yet they’d had someone else’s burdens pushed onto them for reasons that barely made sense—and they’d died as a result. Satoshi absolutely refused to accept it.


      Your inventory, your equipment—it’s all been remade for you with stuff from this world! So go out there and get ’em! ♡


      Oh, but make your own consumables, okay? The recipes for how to make them should’ve been installed into your heads, so take your time to check through it all. By the way, your age is the same as whatever it was in your old world, so if you want to be younger, you’ll have to make an item for it yourself, all right? Sorry ’bout that!


      You know, you wouldn’t believe all the complaints we got from the gods in charge of your world. But hey, there’s only so much we could do! About our only option was to reincarnate you! Well, we’re short on hands, so we did get those guys to help us with that. Reviving the dead goes against the laws of nature, blah blah blah, you know how it is. It’s tough stuff. Whatever. It’s the gods from your world that had to deal with that. Anyway, that’s how it is, so go enjoy the rest of your life in this world, ’kay? ♡ Well, see you round! Bye-bye~!


      “‘There’s only so much we could do’? What a shitty excuse for a goddess! Is she not even gonna clean up the mess she’s made? I just have my life taken away from me, get tossed over here, and get told to go have fun? What the fuck?!”


      While the message had explained some of the reasons behind things, it didn’t make his situation any better in the slightest. He still didn’t even know where he was, after all, just that he was standing in a forest somewhere.


      What was more, the goddess’s overly casual attitude had pushed him beyond anger and into the realm of bloodlust.


      “Well. I guess I’ve got a grasp of the general situation, at least. So the next question is whether there’s anywhere nearby that has people living in it. But it really does look like I’m right in the middle of an untouched forest, huh...”


      As long as he had no clue as to where he was, it was dangerous to just go in a random direction. The fact that this resembled the world from the game made it highly likely that monsters could be lurking in the shadows, after all.


      After some thought, Satoshi decided his best bet for now would be to find some sort of high point and get a better view of his surroundings.


      “It’d be nice if I could use Shadowraven’s Wings here...”


      Shadowraven’s Wings was a flight spell that Satoshi had made for himself in-game. It was a first-rate creation. It had been designed to improve the poor efficiency of the baseline flight magic it had been built on; it used an enormous magic formula to keep mana consumption as low as possible.


      Those in the world of Swords & Sorceries were able to take magic formulas created with mana and store them within their subconscious. Storing basic magic formulas in part of their brains like this allowed people to use various spells more easily by essentially installing them in advance. But if one used the right sigil, they could also extract any formulas they had memorized and improve them. And if the information Satoshi had been given was correct, he figured that the magic he had customized in this way should be available to him in this world as well.


      Sigils appeared, floating above Satoshi’s head and at his feet, each resembling an eight-pointed star made by overlaying two quadrilaterals. The sigils then began to resonate, forming an even more complex design.


      The result was a sigil resembling a distorted sefirot diagram. It wrapped its way around Satoshi, generating a force field that released him—or, in a sense, Zelos—from the chains of gravity.


      “Huh? Whoa! This is amazing. I’m flying! I’m actually flying!!!”


      There floated a forty-year-old man, giddy like a child. He was delighted to see his own custom magic from the game coming to life before his eyes.


      Satoshi’s excitement was cut short as he remembered his objective: he needed to survey his surroundings from the sky. Yet the higher he rose, the more he was dismayed by the sight.


      “It’s just more forest as far as I can see! Where’s the town? Is it just my imagination, or is this goddess trying to screw me over?”


      There was nothing but untouched forest, stretching out to the horizon, and vast mountains. It wasn’t the kind of place that people would be living.


      Despite his best attempts to spot a town or village, Satoshi failed to see anything of the sort. His prayers went unanswered.


      “This...” He sighed. “This all must have been set up specifically to give me trouble, huh?”


      Grumbling as he went, Satoshi picked a direction that interested him and kept flying.


      From afar, he might have resembled a lost migratory bird, flying aimlessly through the sky.


      * * *


      So began a tiring cycle: Satoshi would land quietly before the mana for his flight spell ran out, only to deploy a new sigil and return to the skies to keep flying. Hours passed, and there was still no sign of any town or village.


      That being the case, he needed to start thinking about getting himself some food and finding a place to sleep.


      It was the simplest of needs; even the most powerful man couldn’t survive without food. If Satoshi wasn’t careful, he could easily end up starving to death.


      Then there was sleep—also essential. He was, effectively, stranded in a survival situation.


      “Sure, but...” He sighed, pausing for a moment. “What to do?”


      Flaress’s message had said that his materials from the game had been remade for him in this new world, but a check of his inventory revealed not even the tiniest scrap of food. In Swords & Sorceries, Satoshi had always made sure to stock up on food before heading out on adventures with his party. Now, however, he felt like he’d been thrown right into the deep end of a real-life survival situation.


      One positive was that his seasonings, at least, seemed to be there. But still, he’d need some proper ingredients to actually add them to.


      “I guess I’ll have to hunt, huh? But are edible animals even a thing in this world?”


      As he said that, Satoshi took a bow out of his inventory and hung a quiver over his shoulder.


      The plan was to target some kind of small animal. But this is where Satoshi noticed a rather significant problem.


      “Now that I think about it, I’ve never actually hunted by myself before. I used to go pretty often with Mr. Yamada, since he lived nearby...but can I actually butcher a dead animal by myself?”


      Satoshi had lived in the remote countryside, in a mountain town with a view of the Seto Inland Sea. This rural lifestyle had made him reasonably good at getting along with his neighbors. He remembered helping hunt down boars that were damaging crops and preparing meat as hunters showed him how. But he’d only been able to do all of that with the help of the hunters by his side, giving him detailed instructions.


      What that meant was that this was Satoshi’s first time hunting solo—yet if he failed, he’d wind up with an empty stomach and ultimately starve to death in the middle of a forest teeming with monsters. Left with no choice, he decided to activate his skills, just as he was used to doing in his online game. He erased his presence and looked for prey.


      Satoshi was surprised at just how easily he managed to activate his skills. But he didn’t have time to dwell on it; the more pressing matter was to find himself some food.


      “There we go...”


      Satoshi had spotted a rabbit, poking its face out from a patch of tall grass as it munched on greenery. Alert—but vulnerable.


      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *


      Forest Rabbit (Level 300)


      HP: 2,321 / 2,321


      MP: 514 / 514


      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *


      Rabbits were highly cautious. They had a habit of running away if they heard even the slightest noise.


      That wasn’t their only frustrating habit; they also tended to eat their own feces. But Satoshi, who needed nothing but the creature’s meat, didn’t particularly care about the contents of its stomach.


      Satoshi nocked an arrow and took aim from atop a tree. There he stayed for a few minutes, holding his breath. Waiting. And then it was time: the forest rabbit showed itself, and Satoshi let the arrow fly loose from his bow.


      THKROOOOOM!


      A thunderous boom echoed out, the projectile blowing up rabbit and earth alike with such power that one could scarcely believe it had come from a bow.


      “Too much power, huh? Maybe I used the wrong arrow. Still, that was a pretty high-level rabbit...”


      The poor rabbit had been turned into nothing but pitiful-looking chunks of flesh. Satoshi’s weapon of choice had been too powerful.


      He glared at his bow, eyes unblinking.


      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *


      Enchanted Bow Mk. 321


      Attack Power: +100,000


      Enhanced Strength, Double Power, Increased Attack Power


      Improved Accuracy, One-Hit Kill, Explode Target


      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *


      “I’ve killed it for nothing...”


      This wasn’t the kind of weapon you should use for hunting. Satoshi had made this bow with his friends, half as a joke—but using it now, it seemed less like a bow and more like a high-tech military weapon. He hadn’t expected it to be quite so impractical.


      There was no point worrying about how to butcher the body if his prey was exploding before it even got to that stage. At this rate, he’d never get any food.


      “Okay, calm down. I’m sure I had a combat skill called Hold Back. If I use that, I should be able to make something work...”


      One-Hit Kill had caused the prey to die, while Explode Target had broken it apart into tiny pieces. But if Satoshi used the Hold Back skill, he reasoned, he should be able to bring the next rabbit to the brink of death before finishing it off with a knife. With that thought in mind, Satoshi set out in search of his next prey.


      “This time, for sure...”


      Satoshi found another rabbit, carefully let loose an arrow, and managed this time to bring it to the brink of death. He swiftly equipped his knife and dealt the finishing blow.


      The knife did more than just finish off the rabbit. If Satoshi’s goal had been to drain its blood, he had certainly succeeded. Still, he’d managed to get this far without any explosions this time. He could finally breathe again. All that was left now was the question of where to butcher it.


      “I’d like to find some water.”


      After promptly picking off another three rabbits, Satoshi went wandering around the forest in search of some running water. He was hungry, but it wasn’t time for that just yet.


      After all, there was no guarantee that he’d be safe from other carnivores trying to attack him, drawn in by the scent of blood.


      Gyah! Gigyah! Gigyahgyah!


      And just like that, one of the staples of any fantasy world had appeared—the king of all low-level monsters. The creature that never came alone, almost guaranteeing that any one would be followed by a hundred more close behind. That good old reliable monster whose name began with the letter G.


      Having sighted Satoshi, the goblin blew its whistle almost as if it were a policeman from some old period drama. As it did, the forest started to stir with noise—and out came countless goblins, gushing forth like a torrent, one after another, their numbers continuing to swell.


      “Goblins?! You’ve gotta be kidding me!”


      Satoshi panicked and broke into a run.


      Hunting some rabbits was all well and good, but Satoshi didn’t feel ready to fight against any humanoid creatures just yet.


      It wasn’t as if he couldn’t win. Rather, he was held back by the morals of a man who had grown up in modern society. He felt a sense of revulsion toward an act that didn’t seem too far from murder. Satoshi still hadn’t steeled his resolve to live in this harsh new environment.


      He knew he was being naive. Nonetheless, it was something he’d need some time to get over.


      Satoshi ran as fast as he could, the pack of goblins close on his heels.


      “Wh-What the hell is wrong with this plaaaaaace?!”


      There was seemingly no end to the horde of goblins. Satoshi didn’t know it yet, but this vast forest was yet to be explored even by the denizens of this world, who referred to it in fearful tones as the Far-Flung Green Depths.


      It was the kingdom of the wilderness—home to all sorts of monsters, including a number that were yet to be discovered.


      Herds far larger than a thousand monsters were in no short supply here. If anything, this goblin herd was fairly commonplace by the forest’s standards.


      Satoshi thought about trying to escape with flight magic, but there were countless arrows buzzing through the air from all around him; he wouldn’t have a chance to get up into the sky. It was oppression through sheer numbers. Yet trapped as he was, the desperately fleeing Satoshi saw the tiniest flicker of something that looked like light in the distance ahead.


      Like a moth drawn to the flame, he headed toward it by instinct.


      A village came into sight ahead of him. No—going by its size, it would even have been reasonable to call it a proper town.


      “I-I’m saved— Gah!”


      It didn’t take Satoshi long to realize that he had been mistaken. What lay ahead was indeed a town—but lurking within it was a full goblin army. The place he had been heading toward was a goblin settlement.


      He had ultimately done nothing but plunge himself farther into enemy territory. At this point, he could only laugh.


      “Hah. Aha ha ha ha... Haaaa ha ha ha ha!”


      Satoshi was cornered in more ways than one, and his mind was on the brink of collapse.


      Gigyah! Gyogyahgyahgyah!


      Goblins were omnivorous creatures, devouring anything they could get their hands on. In the forest’s harsh environment, humans were just another source of protein for the local wildlife, including them. And for the goblins, who’d been out hunting for the day, finding Satoshi held the promise of a good meal.


      But the goblins had yet to realize...


      They’d chosen the wrong man to go after.


      “Destroy them all!”


      All of a sudden, a tempest of mana devastated the area, its fury leaving the monsters trembling in fear.


      But it was already too late for them. Satoshi was beginning to unleash a forbidden spell.


      “Dark Judgment!”


      A huge, jet-black orb began to form out of the vast surge of mana. From there spawned more orbs—smaller, but of the same color—which fanned out to swallow up the goblins without mercy.


      Tendrils of lightning licked the air; whirlwinds formed, as if a great storm had befallen the land. The black orbs swallowed up every last goblin and the very ground they stood on, leaving explosions as they disappeared. It was a one-sided massacre, a rush of sheer destruction.


      This was the worst of magics—a spell that had been created after countless battles with the Dark God, by those who had studied its attacks with scientific rigor and used them as its foundation.


      Amid the slaughter, the goblin settlement was destroyed in the blink of an eye. And yet, as if to say that this still wasn’t enough—that it needed more, more destruction—the spell sent out aftershocks that turned vast swathes of the forest into naught but empty land.


      Dark Judgment was a spell that manipulated supergravity, randomly spitting out black holes that stopped just short of going critical. Compressing the goblins down to a quantum level, it allowed the user to unleash destructive attacks on a wide area without the need for gunpowder.


      What was more, it only grew stronger the more enemies there were, and its rampage would continue until every last one was gone without a trace.


      It truly was the magic of nightmares.


      The scenery that awaited Satoshi as he came back to his senses was a field of huge craters that looked as if they’d been formed by falling meteorites. The ground was so pockmarked that it resembled the surface of the moon, with countless craters of all sizes etched into the dirt.


      Satoshi took a moment to collect himself. “I’ve made a mistake. There’s no going back from this. I’ve just flat-out destroyed nature, not to mention everything I killed...” He paused again. “I’ve caused more damage than a nuclear explosion.”


      While he had fired it off in self-defense, his magic had left unimaginable scars on the land.


      All that remained after this wanton destruction were a scattering of magic stones, which had dropped from the defeated goblins.


      While their physical bodies had been annihilated, the magic stones that remained were crystallized magic, tougher than diamonds. So despite the might of Satoshi’s annihilation spell, these stones had endured.


      Though some had been smashed in the process, Satoshi still managed to collect more magic stones than he could have needed. He was left with a question, though:


      “Everything around me was crushed down to the quantum level. How did the stones survive?” He sighed. “Well, whatever. Let’s get back to the water.”


      Satoshi had learned two things. First, that there were still laws of nature out there that he did not understand. And second, that he wielded the power of what were effectively senseless weapons of mass destruction, making his very existence a threat to peace itself. These thoughts hanging in his mind, Satoshi’s footsteps became heavy, like those of the dead.


      Three hours after he’d collected the fallen magic stones and returned to his exhausting hike through the forest, Satoshi came across a river. Flowing through it was perfectly clear spring water; he could even see fish swimming along.


      “Butchering, huh? How should I go about this? Mr. Yamada only taught me the basics, after all...”


      Unable to endure his hunger, however, Satoshi got to work on butchering his prey from earlier, right next to the river.


      The knife that he’d used for butchering in the game had been recreated in this new world. And fortunately, what real-life experience he did have with hunting had at least taught him the basics of butchering meat. Still, it was his first time doing it alone. And on top of that, he’d need to go about it in the wild, leaving him unsure of when monsters could attack.


      But if he just sat here doing nothing, it was liable to happen again anyway.


      He steeled his heart and decided to begin. It was then, however, that an astonishing sight appeared before his eyes.


      “Wait. When did I butcher this?! I don’t even remember starting...”


      Somehow, the body of the first forest rabbit had been neatly cut up into sections of meat without Satoshi even noticing. What was more, the fur had been removed without getting stained by even a single drop of blood. Something was clearly unusual here, and Satoshi was bewildered.


      “It is what it is. Well, now for the next o— Huh?!”


      The instant Satoshi pulled out the body of the next forest rabbit, his arms moved—as if subconsciously—to butcher it into a delicious-looking pile of meat. And they did so with an almost frightening level of speed and precision.


      Even seeing it himself, Satoshi was astonished.


      “Hang on. Is this something to do with my job skills?”


      His skills included Divine Hunter and Dismantling Aid, both of which provided a considerable boost to the user’s hunting abilities. Job skills in Swords & Sorceries were divided into five levels, starting with Apprentice or unadorned job titles and then going up to Master, Elite, Imperial, and eventually Divine. For example, if someone were to become a Swordsman, they would need to improve their Swordsmanship skill rank by rank to Master Swordsman, Elite Swordsman, and so on. While some jobs had their own ways of naming each rank, this was generally how it went.


      What was more, a user could then supplement these job skills with their own personal skills to significantly improve their abilities.


      Leveling up your job skills made them much better at boosting your performance in that job—and all of Satoshi’s job skills were at the Divine rank. He’d already maxed out most of his skills, making his abilities far beyond the realm of your regular expert.


      The result of it all was that his butchering—incredibly accurate, and done at miraculous speed—was that of an artisan so advanced that it would be nigh impossible for anyone else to even come close.


      “This just seems superhuman, at this point. Am I going to need to hide away somewhere and live a quiet life? From the perspective of a normal human, this kind of thing must look insane...”


      Satoshi had reached abnormally high skill levels across the board, even in skills that were hard to level up without a lot of grinding. That’s just how much he’d been hooked on Swords & Sorceries. But seeing it in front of him now, as clear reality, was a different story.


      He could already tell that if some country got their eyes on him, he’d end up in a bigger mess than he already was.


      “I really want to avoid getting caught up in any trouble. And if I can, I’d like to get married...” Satoshi sighed. “Would that even be possible for a monster like me?” Another sigh, deeper this time.


      For Satoshi, who’d remained single all these years, both were equally serious problems.


      At the very least, he had enough ingredients sitting around to make a secret concoction for reversing age. Still, he wouldn’t have the opportunity to actually make one in his current situation.


      And there was also the little problem of him not having any of this world’s money.


      “Well, at least it helps that money here works pretty much the same as the yen...”


      Looking through the knowledge that had been retrofitted into his brain, Satoshi found that one gol was equal to one yen. It then went up in denominations of five gol, ten gol, fifty gol, one hundred gol, five hundred gol, and so on.


      While it all took the form of gold coins, each coin’s value was determined by its size. If you reached the level of ten million gol, you were in the realm of full-on gold bars, and so it was common in this world to have alchemists working frantically to transmute gold.


      Unlike on Earth, gold was relatively cheap to procure here. But it was only later on that Satoshi would come to learn that.


      As darkness fell over the forest and the curtain rose on a night ruled by nocturnal animals, Satoshi sat there alone, grilling his rabbit meat on an open-air fire. He was the perfect image of a lonely middle-aged man, lost in thought.


      Yet in spite of that, he was managing to keep his mind off the loneliness.


      “Going off what I’ve read in light novels, I’m going to guess that lives aren’t worth much in this world. Could I kill a bandit if one popped out in front of me? Ugh, all these problems are giving me a headache. Still, I should probably be prepared, just in case...”


      If Satoshi were to assume that this new reality was set up like a light novel or a game from his old world, he could probably expect to find a lot of nations clustered close together. And it seemed likely that his treatment would differ significantly depending on which one he ended up in.


      Perhaps in one country, mages were looked upon with scorn, while in another it was demi-humans who were subject to discrimination. Another still could see him conscripted into the army by a power looking to strengthen its military might.


      If Satoshi hesitated against criminals, he’d probably have a tough time living from here on out. Most likely, there were going to be times when he’d need to make a hard decision. Yet if he wanted to minimize the threats to his life, even a little, he’d want to avoid standing out.
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      “Well, there’s no point thinking about it too much right now. Let’s just eat. Who knows when I might be attacked by monsters, after all...”


      Saying this, Satoshi brought the grilled rabbit meat to his mouth.


      “This tastes great! Still...” He thought back to his old life, wistful. “I wish I could have some white rice with this.”


      And so sat a solitary old man, alone in the middle of the vast Green Depths, munching on rabbit meat. He struck a pitiful figure—almost like that of a man flung back to primitive times—as he devoured his game in silence. Nonetheless, he continued to eat. He was hungry, after all.


      Once he had finished, he used a rope to affix himself to the top of a tree, where he decided to sleep for the night. Sleeping up there, he’d calculated, would be safer than spending the night on the ground. Yet when he woke the next morning, he felt a painful ache from his buttocks, and decided then and there to give up on the idea next time.


      Thus began the second day of Satoshi’s life stranded in the wilderness.


      “Ugh, last night was terrible. My ass is killing me...”


      Had anyone else been around to hear him, they might well have gotten the wrong idea from Satoshi’s grumbling.


      “I guess I should do some more hunting today to try and get a better idea of my skills. How about I test my swords? There’s no point having them if I don’t know how strong I am, after all. Heck, I could even end up killing someone by accident if I’m not careful.”


      He couldn’t complain about the power of these weapons. Or rather, if anything, they were too powerful.


      The two swords that hung by Satoshi’s waist were brutal weapons, but they looked rather plain. Not so much as to stand out—the rest of Satoshi’s gear looked just as bland, after all—but regardless, they were the kind of thing that nobody would think anything of. At any rate, Satoshi was the perfect picture of an unremarkable middle-aged mage.


      Yet while he didn’t have the ultimate, legendary gear, Satoshi displayed an unusual level of strength that had left him unmatched in-game. If any real human were to have that level of power, it was a given that they would strike fear into the hearts of everyone around them. And Satoshi didn’t want to end up in a life of solitude—nor one where he was the target of jealousy and envy. Whatever it took, he didn’t want to get stuck alone.


      With that in mind, his only choice was to overwhelm his opponents in a way that hid his true power as much as possible. So he’d been holding back wherever he could. Still, he was missing a crucial piece of information: he didn’t know what was considered normal in this world.


      “In the end, I guess I’ll just have to get used to this body, huh? Sounds like a pain...”


      Having spent almost the last decade living a laid-back life in the countryside, Satoshi wasn’t much for taking initiative and trying out new things. Nor was he still at the age that he’d get carried away by his power and start to think of himself as a god or anything.


      Still, if he were going to fulfill his humble dream of building a normal family, he would absolutely need to get a good idea of his strength.


      “It’d be nice if I could find a decent opponent somewhere to test things out on...”


      Just as he said that, Satoshi was alerted to a creature of some sort entering the range of his Vigilance skill.


      Having a skill that could actively feed him information like that was rather helpful.


      Rustle.


      Satoshi focused on the sound of something making its way through the vegetation, and drew the swords from his waist.


      What appeared before him was an obese monster with the head of a pig. Another classic fantasy monster—this time, some sort of orc.


      “So it’s a ‘meat orc,’ huh? Okay, surely that’s gotta be edible. Should I give it a shot?”


      It was what was known as an edible monster. As the name would imply, it could be turned into a pile of delicious meat.


      At the same time, orcs were infamous as the perverted villains of fantasy worlds. And that was no less true in this world.


      Orcs were highly fertile, and their lust was never-ending; there could never be enough female orcs. Even in the game, they reproduced at an astonishing rate, making battles against large groups of orcs a common occurrence. Both warlike and omnivorous, orcs were a constant threat, driving the world’s other inhabitants to work constantly at suppressing the orc population. These meat orcs, however, were less humanoid and more resembled pigs, walking on all fours.


      Their legs were short, and their arms—made less for holding things and more for running along the ground—were almost more like forelegs. It was easy to see them as the primordial ancestors of the orc family. Of course, they were still capable of holding tools; but their hands, each with just three fat fingers, were clearly clumsy at doing so.


      In short, they didn’t look particularly human—and Satoshi felt little hesitation at the idea of eating them.


      Satoshi closed the distance in a flash, and another instant was all he needed to slay the meat orc with his swords.


      “I was holding back, and it was still a one-hit kill. I wonder, just how much of a monster am I?”


      While the orc had noticed Satoshi, it hadn’t been able to make any kind of counterattack in time. That was just how fast Satoshi’s attack had been; he’d been almost like a certain wandering swordsman. He was becoming more and more uncertain about his own power.


      Satoshi quickly butchered the orc and got back on the move. And so began a cycle in which he would come across a monster, only to quickly turn the tables on it. It didn’t take long for him to reach a conclusion: he was so overpowered it wasn’t even funny.


      “Well, I’ve got myself some food now. It’d be nice to have something other than just meat, though.”


      Satoshi knew it wouldn’t be long before he got tired of eating meat for three meals a day. Worried about his diet becoming unbalanced, he tried to forage for some edible plants and the like, but all he was finding were medicinal plants and types of seeds—things with names like the “bloody belladonna.” In short, he wouldn’t have much use for them other than creating deadly poisons.


      “Technically I should be able to turn the poison into medicine, but it’s worthless if I don’t have the right equipment for it. I guess I could try magical alchemy? But...no. Even if I managed to make some potions, I wouldn’t have any containers to keep them in.”


      Essentially, all Satoshi was doing was collecting items that he had no way of using.


      “I wish... I wish I at least had some bread. Or some white rice. I miss rice...”


      It was only the second day of his survival challenge, and Satoshi was already throwing in the towel.


      As someone who’d changed jobs to become a farmer after the global financial crisis, he was used to putting up with some level of inconvenience. Still, being thrown into this kind of vagrant lifestyle, stuck in the middle of nowhere, was tough for him. Asking someone from modern society to suddenly start living a primitive life was a tall order, after all.


      Satoshi continued to walk through the forest. Yet what he found was not the native people of the land, but rather an endless string of brutal monsters, each rushing in to attack him, each seeing him as nothing but food. It happened often enough that he started to seriously wonder whether it might be easier for him to just give up on it all and die.


      Through it all, he continued to stock up on materials, and his diet remained unchanged. He was getting sick of this violent life.


      “Why can’t I find any edible plants or grasses? Having nothing but meat has got to be terrible for my nutrition...”


      While Satoshi had the Find Plants skill, it was doing him no good. All that was coming out of his mouth were complaints.


      “Who the hell do they think they are, calling themselves goddesses?! They’re my enemies, that’s who they are! My enemies!”


      GYUOOOOOHHHHHHHH!


      It appeared suddenly, flying down from the sky as if to punish Satoshi for the sin of insulting the gods.


      Coming toward him was a denizen of the sky, covered in green scales and staring with a head perched at the end of a long neck. Sharp claws protruded from its two feet, and the inside of its mouth was lined with razor-edged teeth.


      “A-A wyvern?!”


      The wyvern was a persistent hunter, trying doggedly to get Satoshi inside its stomach. Attempt after attempt—each time striking and retreating, striking and retreating.


      Satoshi couldn’t be expected to deal with a flying creature, especially in a body he still wasn’t used to. All he could do was dodge its attacks over and over as he continued to run away.


      The wyvern’s breath, and the echoing sound of explosions, swept through the forest.


      It was a game of tag, with his life on the line—and it stretched on until sunrise.
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